Ontogeny of the immune system of the brushtail possum, Trichosurus vulpecula.
The numbers and distribution of T and B cells in the thoracic thymus, spleen and intestinal tissue and the proliferation of T lymphocytes were examined during pouch life and in the adult to determine when the developing brushtail possum reaches immunological maturity. CD3-positive cells were observed in the thoracic thymus at day 2 post-partum indicating that the thymus produces T lymphocytes at or soon after birth. By day 25 the thymus was fully populated with CD3-positive T lymphocytes and they were observed in distinct regions of the cortex and medulla. By day 48 post-partum, B and T lymphocytes were identified in the follicles and parafollicular areas of the spleen. Although the numbers of T and B cells in the spleen increased significantly from day 25 to day 100 post-partum (P < 0.005), fewer cells were present at day 150 post-partum than in the adult (P < 0.05). Peyer's patches were not observed in the intestines up to day 73 post-partum. However, both T and B cells were observed in the intestinal lymph nodes. Although the T lymphocytes at weaning showed a proliferative response, the response was not as great as that observed in the adult possum. Thus, the immune system of the possum is not fully developed at weaning but continues its development after pouch life.